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ABSTRACT: 
 
This paper examines the creation, development and implementation of an artistic process 
termed by the author ‘Blind Collaboration’.  The process involves musicians collaborating on 
an album of contemporary music where they, the collaborators, do not see or hear each 
other nor record in the same studio at the same time as their fellow musicians. 
 
The notion of musicians recording separately or indeed remotely is not new, however what 
is new is the ‘blind’ aspect of the process.  Each musician is completely unaware of any 
others’ contributions, and is therefore uninfluenced by what the others might play.  None of 
the musicians hears the overall result until the final mix. 
 
The principal focus of this case study lies in the analysis of specific aspects and outcomes 
of the creative/artistic process - how it evolved, how it was managed, how it was influenced 
by the particular artists involved and how the Blind Collaboration process ultimately shaped 
the final musical work. 
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 It turned out not to be the same experiment for any one of the six of us...that’s actually where 
the great collision comes from - the creative collision of everybody pushing as hard as they 
can, in a slightly different direction -  creates this stretched envelope…this slightly defocused 
and quite rich and densely interconnected thing…called a record. 
         (Brian Eno 1999) 
 
 
 
Introduction: 
 
This paper refers to and describes aspects of the recording of an album of original 
contemporary music, titled ‘Once In A While’, which forms part of my practice-led Doctoral 
research (audio excerpts from the album, ‘Once In A While’, referred to on the following 
pages are accessible at:  www.music.artsmedia.com.au). 
 
The recording process began in 2006, with the bulk of the collaborative components 
recorded over the period November 2006 to March 2007.  The album was completed in April 
2008, and became a ‘feature album of the week’ on ABC Radio within two weeks of its 
completion  
 
 
In testing this unusual, if not unique, artistic/recording process, I was not looking for 
‘perfection’.  My purpose was to explore a ‘tantalising possibility’.  It was a case of ‘throwing 
my songs to the wind’ and seeing what came back to me. 
 
What did come back to me was quite remarkable. 
 
 
 
 ‘Blind Collaboration’ - the Concept: 
 
Collaboration is a committed, engaged process. 
      (Banfield - interviewed by Collins 2005) 
 
The concept of ‘Blind Collaboration’ was that I, as originating artist, would collaborate with 
other musical artists by way of providing the base material – i.e. songs recorded in basic 
form - and then send those songs to a variety of musicians representing a variety of musical 
styles.  Each of the musicians was to choose, from the 14 tracks provided, two pieces which 
appealed to them.  These musicians were then to add their own musical ideas and input to 
those recordings.  No interference or influence would be exerted upon them by myself as 
originating artist – they would be entirely free to interpret each work in their own way and 
contribute in their own unique and individual style.  
 
One of the most fundamental, interesting, and artistically risky aspects of the process was 
that the collaborating musicians would contribute and collaborate without hearing any of the 
other musicians’ contributions – hence the term ‘Blind Collaboration’.  They would literally be 
flying blind (or perhaps flying ‘deaf’ would be more appropriate).  The term ‘blind’ is used 
here in the typically scientific sense of a ‘double blind’ experiment – uninfluenced by prior 
knowledge, in order to achieve an unbiased outcome. 
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In the artistic context this is quite unusual as most collaboration, by definition, suggests that 
the collaborators communicate with each other directly - and generally in an ongoing fashion 
over a specified period of time. 
 
 
Music performance is an interdependent art form. Musicians’ real-time gestures are constantly 
influenced by the music they hear, which is reciprocally influenced by their own actions. This 
interdependency is true not only in group playing but for soloists as well, for example, a 
violinist who is listening to the music she is playing and constantly modifying her actions with 
correlation to the auditory feedback stream. 
          (Weinberg 2002) 
 
 
The concept of ‘remote’ collaboration is not that new.  As I recall, the 1983 Paul McCartney 
and Michael Jackson song, ‘Say Say Say’ (from the ‘Pipes of Peace’ album), was recorded 
by sending tapes back and forth across the Atlantic and each recording in turn.  Since then, 
given the advent of the internet, there are currently examples of collaboration over 
geographic distances for particular musical projects.  For instance Weinberg (2002) in his 
paper on Interconnected Music Networks, describes using the internet to facilitate 
collaboration between musicians through, “live performance systems that allow players to 
influence, share, and shape each other’s music in real time…allow(ing) a group of 
performers to interdependently collaborate in creating dynamic and evolving musical 
compositions”.  
 
One of Weinberg’s main points is, to restate, based in the notion of, “Music performance (as) 
an interdependent artform.  Musicians’ real-time gestures are constantly influenced by the 
music they hear, which is reciprocally influenced by their own actions”.  By utilising the 
internet it is possible for remote collaboration to take place in real-time - unlike the 
McCartney/Jackson instance. 
 
The operative word here is interdependent. 
 
Whilst I in no way disagree with Weinberg’s suggestions, what he describes does not reflect 
the process which I have instigated, developed and utilised for this project.  Neither is it 
reflected by that of Jones (2005) who describes his ‘cyber’ collaborative process for video 
games music where his collaborator, “would stay online and listen to what I was coming up 
with and add comments like, ‘more accents on the rhythm parts,' ‘less whole chords and 
more power chords' and so on.” 
 
My process in fact takes entirely the opposite approach – it is an independent process rather 
than an interdependent one.  It is a process where the musicians cannot influence each other 
because they neither see nor hear the other musicians – their collaborators – so they cannot 
be influenced by what their collaborators play.  Therefore, their respective musical 
contributions, their ‘collaborations’, are indeed ‘blind’ – neither influenced by, nor influencing, 
their fellow collaborators, nor influenced by myself as producer, composer and collaborator.  
However this independent, blind, remote process has produced a remarkably cohesive, 
musically consistent, yet stylistically varied work.  All of which suggests that whilst one would 
assume that yes, ideally, collaborators would need to be in each other’s presence (even 
cyber-presence), it is not an essential requirement.  In fact I have, through this project, 
arrived at the view that there may be distinct advantages to actually avoiding physical (and/or 
cyber) proximity. 
 
What I am referring to here is the artistic ‘magic’, the unpredictable, the serendipitous – 
which makes one forget that these musicians are indeed not in the same studio, at the same 
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time, playing the same song.  Yet they have still, collaboratively, produced a work of 
significant artistic merit. 
 
Such mutual benefit requires the relinquishing of individual control of the creative 
process and different, but complementary, roles appear to be best suited to achieving that 
end (emphasis added). 
       (Mamykina, Candy, Edmonds 2002) 
 
 
‘Rules-of-Engagement’: 
 
 To apply and test the concept of ‘blind collaboration’… Chris Willems, as originating artist, will 
collaborate with other musical artists by way of providing material, recorded in basic form, 
which is then sent to a variety of musicians representing a variety of musical styles.  Each of 
whom chooses one or perhaps two pieces which appeal to them musically.  These musicians 
then add their own musical ideas and input to those recordings.  No interference or influence 
will be exerted upon them by the originating artist (CW) – they are entirely free to interpret 
each work in their own way and contribute in their own unique and individual style. (emphasis 
added) 
 
The above description extracted from my Doctoral Project Plan (2006) describes accurately 
the nature of the process I was proposing to undertake.  A process which was, in the event, 
followed quite closely - both in spirit and actuality. 
 
Whilst the ‘Rules-of-Engagement’ outlined above were indeed adhered to throughout the 
project, I had anticipated the very real potential problem of having all of the musicians 
choosing the same two tracks - instrumentally overloading those tracks - and no musicians 
playing on any of the other tracks – leaving them instrumentally incomplete or lacking.  Whilst 
I had devised a ‘Plan B’ to cover that eventuality, it caused me some initial anxiety.  However 
in the event the problem only manifested itself to a very limited extent (refer below). 
 
So, in the spirit of, and consistent with, the best creative/artistic processes, there were 
evolutionary (and the odd revolutionary) changes as the project progressed, none of which 
took the project so far away from its initial concept as to significantly alter the Blind 
Collaboration principle.  These changes were determined by one or more: logistical; 
practical; opportunistic; creative; financial; time; curiosity; and exploratory factors.  Most 
importantly, because I myself had arbitrarily devised the project’s Rules-of-Engagement, 
when I needed to break (or at least amend) those rules to serve the project and/or the art, I 
had no qualms or hesitation in doing precisely that – certain in the knowledge that I was 
remaining faithful in principle to the overall process. 
 
Whilst frameworks, plans and guidelines are crucial to good planning, there is nothing more 
stifling for the creative process than unbending rules and slavish dedication to a plan which 
has been, even in part and perhaps temporarily, outgrown. 
 
Art (and Research) has to be allowed to develop, evolve and ultimately find its own path, 
rhythm, and outcomes. 
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The Challenges: 
 
1. Getting the right Musicians 
 
 It’s always difficult to give your songs to somebody and know that they’re going to take it to 
places where you can’t take it, because they…play guitar and piano, and arrange music.  If 
they do a good job then it’s great…if they don’t, then it’s not great - then you wish you hadn’t 
given it up, or you wish you’d been more involved or you wish you’d been there more…or 
something goes wrong…  
          (Nicks 1997) 
 
My plan was to invite as wide a cross-section of musicians as I could in terms of musical 
backgrounds, styles and instruments.  Even though I was writing music for a contemporary 
album, I wanted to cover the range of musical possibilities from classical to jazz to rock – this 
could only happen if I invited the broadest possible range of musicians to which I had access. 
 
Wherever I sourced them and whatever individual styles they might represent, I knew that I 
had - like Donald Fagen (1999) for Steely Dan’s 1977 album ‘Aja’ - to select, “musicians who 
had a larger palette of things they could do…because they were coming in cold”.  Not only 
were these musicians coming in cold but because of the nature of the process they would 
also have to be very confident in themselves and their musical skills/styles, given the process 
and that they would be playing in a collaborative vacuum. 
 
A crucial prerequisite was that I had to have musicians who could improvise (refer below - 
The Process).  Unlike Steely Dan, who sought out musicians, “who were also good readers” 
(Fagen 1999), I did not provide charts, for two very good reasons; a) I do not read music so 
could not prepare charts myself, but more importantly, b) I did not want to dictate what my 
guest musicians played – there was no point.  Rather, I wanted to invite them into the 
process and simply make the offer, not unlike Phil Collins (1999) that, “I’d like you to do 
something - can you find a hole for yourself”.  It would have been artistically arrogant and 
musically stupid of me to dictate to them what to play, when they are all better musicians 
than I, and doing so would inevitably have closed off artistic opportunities rather than opened 
up new ones.  As Sting (2003) has said of his own musical processes; 
 
I’ve made a habit throughout my career of hiring musicians that are way better than me 
         (Sting 2003) 
 
What I wanted was a group of musicians who would, to echo the words of Fleetwood Mac’s 
Stevie Nicks (1997), be able to, “take my songs and make them wonderful”.  I believe that, 
ultimately, that is precisely what I got. 
 
The musicians chosen were as follows (in chronological response/recording order): 
 
Musician: Instrument(s): 
Ceri McCoy  Saxophone 
Jeff Usher Piano 
Steve Reinthal Guitars 
Briony Luttrell Cello 
Stuart Day Violin 
Rob Phelan Electric Guitars 
Mark Hilton Bass 
 
Other musicians/instrumentalists were also approached but declined for a variety of reasons 
such as lack of time; availability; or they were simply not interested. 
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2. Getting the right Engineer 
 
There was always going to be the need for someone who technically knew substantially 
more than I in terms of not only ProTools recording, but also specialised microphone 
placement – particularly for instruments such as cello and grand piano.  Yanto Browning was 
one of the names put forward and I eventually contacted and subsequently commissioned 
him. 
 
In the evolution of the process, this professional relationship developed well beyond just 
someone who knew the recording studio setup to push the buttons.  Yanto, consciously or 
otherwise, became one of my collaborators – involving himself increasingly in the creative 
and Blind Collaboration process, not as a musician, yet bringing to it his own (youthful) 
musical sense, sensitivity and sensibility. This, together with his extraordinary skill in driving 
the recording technology, meant that I increasingly treated (and trusted) Yanto as one of my 
collaborators and would very happily and deliberately encourage him to bring his own 
musical perspective and suggestions to the recording and mixing process – indeed ultimately 
handing over the mix to a very large extent. 
 
Something which I found particularly interesting was that someone as young as Yanto could 
work with someone twice his age and that we could maintain such ease of communication in 
a contemporary music context.  One might have expected that different generations would 
bring conflicting approaches to the music but the opposite proved to be the case – our 
respective approaches complemented each other completely. 
 
Ultimately though, whatever the professional relationships, whoever places the microphones, 
pushes the recording buttons, does the singing or the playing, the most fundamental aspect 
of this project is the base material – the songs themselves. 
 
 
3. Getting the right Songs 
 
Over more than three decades of professional artistic experience I have developed the view 
that bad art cannot be made good art through technical means alone.  There has to be a 
fundamental quality to the art – in this case the songs - because, a) they need to appeal 
sufficiently the guest musicians to want to contribute to them – and enjoy the process, and, 
b) they need to touch the listener – who is bombarded with music from myriad sources, 
virtually every moment of the day. 
 
The songs chosen were a mix of newly composed (9 of 14) and previously recorded.  The re-
recording of a minority of previously recorded songs was something of an experiment in 
different treatments, approaches and instrumentation applied to the same songs in order to 
discover just how differently (or not) they might turn out.  As Sting (2003) suggests, “if they’re 
good songs they will transmute their meaning into different situations”.  And, quite apart from 
any technical reasons, there were particular of my songs chosen simply because they are 
personal favourites, for a variety of reasons - musical, emotional, historical - which justified 
their inclusion. 
 
The rationale behind recording the basic Draft tracks as just Voice, Acoustic Guitar and 
Percussion – “the lowest common denominator of arrangement” (Miller 2003) - was, on the 
one hand, that they were the instruments I happen to play, on the other hand the recordings 
of the songs had, in arrangement terms, to be complete enough to stand on their own in the 
event that none of the collaborating musicians chose a particular track or tracks to contribute 
to – at that stage an entirely unknown quantity. Whilst I was keen to keep the process open, 
and curious to see if others disagreed, there were indeed at least one or two tracks which I 
had already decided would not require any guest instrumentation at all.  As it turned out this 
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proved to be the case and there are indeed tracks which attracted no guest musicians, so I 
happily decided to leave them with more space. 
 
The acid test for whether a song is a good song or not is whether you can break it down into 
just a simple rendition.  If it still works like that it’s a good song as far as I’m concerned 
          (Sting 2003) 
 
The Process: 
 
The practical aspects of the process are perhaps best articulated via my response to some 
very specific, unexpected and useful questions which came in the form of an email (3 
February 2007) from one of my Listening Forum participants.  The questions are 
reproduced/paraphrased below:  
 
Q: Are all the compositions and lyrics your originals? 
A. Yes they were/are.  Some tracks I have recorded before, in different contexts. 
 
Q. Was there any over-dubbing? 
A. Some overdubbing of vocals (and some instruments) here & there - as well as vocal 
harmonies of course - but generally we have used one whole single take wherever possible 
(and done a bit of cutting & pasting across takes to fix the odd suspect note) - as it achieves 
more musical consistency/integrity.  Track 3 ('Just The Same') is the only track on which we 
consciously decided to 'double' the lead vocals. 
 
Q. Did the participating musicians read from charts? 
A. No - they all improvised (which is why I chose them - because I knew 
they could).  The only 'charts' some (particularly bass) had were just a lyric sheet (as a 
guide) sometimes (but not always) with the basic chord structure noted at the 1st verse & 
chorus - so they could work out what key to play in.  Most of the musicians had no charts at 
all - not even lyric sheets.  The idea was that they brought to the songs their own melodic 
ideas based on how the songs affected/appealed to them - I did not tell them what to play (or 
even what instrument to play) or which songs to select.  It was entirely up to them 
individually. 
 
Q. Did they have prior hearing of the piece before the recording?  
A. Yes - all the musicians were sent a draft album (acoustic 
guitar/voice/percussion) from which to select the tracks they 
liked/wanted to play on. 
 
Q. Was there just one "take" for each piece? 
A. It varied amongst musicians - some did their bit in one or two takes, some chose to 
develop their ideas over 8 or 9.  It was entirely up to each musician individually (and 
fascinating to watch their different approaches in situations when I could).  It is important to 
remember (and I have to remind myself constantly) that the musicians, whilst they heard 
what I played on the basic drafts, at no stage were able to hear what any of the other 'guest' 
musicians had played on the same track - so they were totally in the dark other than for my 
basic instrumentation - hence my term 'blind collaboration'.  The role of serendipity has, as it 
turns out, been quite crucial throughout the entire process. 
 
Q. Were any synthesized effects used? 
A. Depends on what you mean by 'synthesized'.  Certainly in the mix Yanto has utilised 
effects like reverb, chorus, delay etc, but in the fundamentals of the recording there have 
been no 'artificially generated' sounds.  The closest I can think of at the moment, would be 
the 'wah-wah pedal' on the electric guitar in "Siam". However I would personally not classify 
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that as a 'synthesized' sound as such.  There has been no 'sampling' etc if that's what you 
are referring to – I personally detest that kind of approach/sound and am much more 
comfortable with 'proper' instruments - hence the instrumentation on this album is pretty 
basic: guitars (acoustic & electric); bass; cello; piano; saxophone; percussion (all acoustic); 
vocals and backing harmonies. 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
The process indeed ran very closely to how it was intended and produced the kind of 
outcomes one might expect – with the caveat that within the overall process there were 
certainly unexpected outcomes both artistically (refer below) and logistically.  I remained true 
to my rules (mostly) and did not tell the musicians which tracks to choose, what to play or 
indeed what instrument to play – instead, like Banfield (interviewed by Collins 2005), 
“allow(ing) the poetry to dictate and suggest what the instrumentation was going to be”. 
 
The one exception was right towards the end of the process where most of the guest 
recording had been completed and I then had the chance to step back, assess what we by 
then had, what the work still needed in terms of necessarily filling musical gaps.  The album 
overall needed some Bass in some of the tracks on which the Cello had not played – in order 
to give those songs the required bottom end.  My final collaborator, Mark Hilton in Melbourne 
was in some sense ‘standing by’ to fill those gaps. 
 
Whilst the nomination of specific tracks that this required fell outside my rules-of-
engagement, the actual process itself of recording Bass on those tracks still retained the 
‘blind’ aspects of the process from the point of view that Mark did not, at any stage, hear the 
other musical contributions while he was recording his. 
 
The fact that Bass was essentially left until last, brings us to another interesting aspect of the 
process, the Chronology. 
 
 
Chronology: 
 
The usual chronology of recording is to begin, based on a guide track, with Drums and Bass 
– the rhythm section – setting the foundations for the other instruments and voice to build 
upon, “…like building a building, the foundation; next (indicates layers); then you put in the 
furniture in the end” (Lanois 1999). In this case the chronology of the process was almost 
totally reversed - with Bass and some of the Drums/Percussion actually being the final 
components, rather than the first, to be recorded.  These final recordings of Bass and Drums 
also complied with my ‘rules of engagement’ and were done blind, simultaneously, some 
2000 km apart (Brisbane and Melbourne). 
 
So from the point of view of the fundamentals of the album the Rhythm Section was 
essentially the last major component - rather than the first. 
 
Further to this, as can be seen in the case of ‘Intoxicating’ (track 2), discussed elsewhere, 
the chronology of the recording of the respective instruments quite clearly and definitively 
(consciously or otherwise) determined and shaped the style – in that particular case as a 
quite distinctively jazz flavour - which virtually precluded a different stylistic treatment.  In 
other cases neither of the guest instruments determined the style to the exclusion of another 
instrument or style, they merely complemented each other without actually imposing a 
definitive ‘style’ on the track.  However it is worth noting that despite where any or all of these 
songs could potentially have gone stylistically, based on particular instruments/players, there 
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has indeed developed an overall ‘feel’ or style of both the individual tracks themselves and 
the album as a whole - by virtue of, or perhaps despite, the process. 
 
So in terms of the establishment of the sound and/or style of each track, this ‘reverse 
chronology’ in one sense simultaneously both supports and conflicts with the notion 
proposed by Listening Forum participant David Tilburey (2007) in his ‘Overall Comments’, 
 
 Do some instruments collaborate better than others and do some have more influence on a 
piece?  The experience here would suggest that a saxophone would be mixed earlier into a 
track than a cello and therefore dictate the direction of the song.  However, even though the 
cello seemed to have a delayed introduction it is suggested the cello had a greater influence in 
the mood of a piece, whether the rest of the music was produced differently to allow for it or 
directly influenced it is unclear.  What is interesting though is you may never know. (emphasis 
added) 
 
The ‘never knowing’ has, by default, become a feature of this album and this process. 
 
In the final analysis I would defy almost anyone who was not actually part of the process to 
determine, from a first (or indeed subsequent) listening, which instruments were recorded in 
which order and whether or not those instruments were indeed recorded at the same time in 
the same studio. 
 
 
The Listening Forum: 
 
The problem that every artist faces, in creating any kind of art, is that one can never get a 
‘first impression’ of one’s own work.  Having created it, lived with it and developed it over 
time, the final manifestation of that art has inevitably been a process of gradual evolution.  
Whilst the Blind Collaboration process presented the artist with some sense of first 
impression at the addition of each guest instrument, there remains a familiarity with the 
material which precludes a true first impression. 
 
What I wanted in the Listening Forum was representation of divergent musical backgrounds 
(and also a mix of age and gender) in order to harvest the broadest possible range of 
opinions and feedback.  The great value of the Listening Forum therefore was, in casting the 
work to a wider audience - who were themselves possessed of a significant level of musical 
knowledge, expertise and experience - and garnering their feedback, that I was able to 
achieve a kind of vicarious ‘first impression’. 
 
So the purpose of the Listening Forum was ostensibly to introduce, or reintroduce, a level of 
objectivity into the mixing process at a stage where reasonably significant changes could still 
be implemented prior to the final mix.  In the event, all the comments harvested were referred 
to, discussed in detail, and incorporated - to some degree or other. 
 
The Listening Forum actually became two, slightly different, Listening Forums. 
 
The principal Listening Forum consisted of people who had not heard the songs in any shape 
or form – therefore bringing completely ‘fresh ears’ to the process.  The second Listening 
Forum consisted of the Guest Musicians themselves – who obviously had heard the Draft 
album, and of course their own contributions to it, but significantly, had not heard the 
contributions of the other collaborators, even within the songs to which they themselves had 
contributed.  This was indeed the first time that anyone, apart from myself and recording 
engineer Yanto Browning, had heard all the instruments come together within each of the 
tracks. 
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I fully expected, and welcomed, diversity of views and feedback.  This is precisely what I got.  
 
The reason that I long ago ceased trying to predict audiences for my own, or any other, 
theatre performances is that there are no two audience perceptions precisely the same – this 
cannot be more clearly demonstrated than in the Listening Forum.  Certainly there is 
generally a confluence of overall opinion as to the quality of a work, and one has a broad 
sense of which particular songs are likely to appeal more than others, however there is a 
delightful diversity in the opinions, perceptions and suggestions coming back from people 
listening to the work. 
 
The reasons for this are perhaps best articulated by Jonathan Miller (1995) who argues that,  
 
 the whole point about perception is that it is not…the experience that is delivered by the 
structure of the work that is in front of the eye…its a negotiation between the creative viewer 
and the object that is in front of the eye - and that hunches, guesses, prejudices, 
preoccupations, interests and so forth, alter the experience so that what you know, what you 
think, what you imagine, what you anticipate, have an irreversible effect on what you 
experience.  And this isn't a sign of the fickle instability of the character, it’s a sign of the 
structure of perception in general.  That's what perception is like…it's a process of guessing 
as well as seeing what is out there. (emphasis added) 
(Miller 1995) 
 
Based on this view articulated by Miller, and as discussed further (in a different context) in 
previous writings, whatever the artistic context, 
 
art exists partly in the mind and imagination of the artist and partly in the mind and imaginative 
skills of the beholder…each of us draws upon our own personal experience and from that 
experience we the beholder invest the art work with properties that the person next to us may 
not - or may invest a different experience or set of experiences, and which, for each of us in a 
different way, allows the artist's emotion embedded within and emanating from the work to 
resonate within ourselves in our individual way’. (emphasis added) 
(Willems 1997) 
 
It is abundantly clear from the diversity, confluence and conflict of opinion across the 
Listening Forum(s) that the above holds true. 
 
If one uses the analogy of a ‘gravitational pull’, where the centre path is the line that Yanto 
and I took in the mixing process - based on our own hearing of the music - and either side of 
that line are ‘dots’ of other opinions, feedback and suggestions.  More often than not our 
straight centre line might deviate slightly, gravitationally pulled towards these dots at a 
particularly useful suggestion, but rarely if ever did we deviate totally or indeed significantly – 
rather a case of incremental adjustment rather than amendment.  This reflects neither 
arrogance nor any dismissal of others’ suggestions or comments – quite the contrary – we 
took notice of everything everyone said and then decided, based upon our respective 
fundamental aesthetic, musical and/or technical sense, what was the most appropriate 
musical decision, for the sake of the album - for the sake of the Art. 
 
There inevitably comes a time in the development of any solo artistic process when, “the 
artist becomes the Ensemble” (Willems 2004) – where as an individual artist, one surrounds 
oneself, willingly or otherwise, with collaborators, technical support, funding authorities, 
private investors, the media etc – all of whom have an opinion about the artist’s work.  
However, ultimately, the artist has to remain faithful to their own vision and make their own 
determination as to the final shape and detail of that work. 
 
As guest musician Steve Reinthal (2007) affirms, “don’t be afraid to edit other people’s 
contributions, it is your album”. 
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The Role of Serendipity: 
 
In listening to the album right from the Preliminary Mix through to the final Mastered Mix, I 
continue to be astounded at the role which Serendipity has played in this artistic process.  It 
is almost like having another collaborator, a musical arranger - an invisible ‘George Martin’ – 
sitting off to the side and becoming involved when there is an opportunity to enhance the art.   
 
Celebrated Australian author Jon Cleary speaks of the crucial role of serendipity in his own 
work, citing, “Serendipity (as) one of the things that keeps alive my interest in writing” (quoted 
by Bantick in the Weekend Australian Review 2007 p. 10).   Whilst not being the sole 
ingredient to ‘keep it alive’, Serendipity has certainly added life to this project – unpredictably, 
unintrusively and certainly not unwelcomed.  Its contribution really has been quite 
extraordinary and cannot be overstated – and that influence is not just musical. 
 
Indeed, despite having myself devised the ‘rules’ for the process, in listening to the mix it is 
very easy to forget – and I have to constantly remind myself - that the guest musicians did 
not hear any of the other players’ contributions while they were recording theirs.  They were, 
with the exception of course of hearing the basic tracks (voice/acoustic guitar/percussion), 
essentially playing in the dark, blissfully (or perhaps frustratingly) unaware of the other parts 
– literally playing and collaborating ‘blind’.  Yet even a cursory listen to the mix reveals 
unintended harmonies, musical phrases unintentionally echoing, reflecting and 
complementing one another, and unintended unisons across instruments, which is quite 
extraordinary. 
 
It is worth noting that each musician had a blank canvas to work on yet, consciously or 
otherwise, did not assume themselves to be the only guest instrumentalist in the track – even 
though it may have ultimately transpired that they were.  It is this leaving of room, of 
‘breathing space’ within the songs that seems to have allowed other musicians to come in 
and inadvertently utilise those spaces – even though they could not hear them – and they 
themselves choosing to leave different spaces. 
 
…both Phil (Collins) and I had this feeling of loving to listen to music that had space in it…we 
tried very hard to not put too many instruments onto the record.  
          (Padgham 1999) 
 
This sense of complementary space and complementary playing is very much a feature of 
the collection of songs on this album. 
 
One could no doubt argue (and it has been – Kidman 2007) that musicians playing in the 
same key in the same song would do that inevitably, however in my view, it goes well beyond 
that.  There is a confluence of musical taste, of a musical aesthetic and stylistic approach 
from musicians broadly diverse in age, background and experience, which determines the 
notes and musical phrases which one selects (or not).  Which is not to say that the results 
are predictable – quite the contrary - there are musical and stylistic surprises in this work 
which still catch me unawares.  But there is a consistency, a cohesion which fools the ear 
into believing that all these musicians were in the same studio at the same time listening to 
each other and indeed playing together. 
 
Serendipity manifested in many forms, degrees and instances.  Across the album we find 
examples of: ‘general’ musical serendipity; very specific musical serendipity, and what I refer 
to as, ‘extra-musical’ serendipity – which extends well beyond just the musical aspects of the 
work.  Whilst there are indeed examples of serendipity right across the album, I have chosen 
three specific tracks to illustrate the role that serendipity played in shaping the final work. 
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General Musical Serendipity. 
 
‘INTOXICATING’ (Guest Instruments: Piano; Cello; Violin) 
 
This track is a good illustration of the unplanned coming together of complementary 
instruments.  The piano, cello and violin work remarkably well together.  There is a 
confluence of instruments, sound and styles.  The rule of my not dictating what tracks, or 
instruments, to choose is illustrated on this song with Stuart Day – whom I know principally 
as a guitarist – choosing instead to play violin. 
 
This song is the only one to present me with the anticipated problem of having a lot more 
musicians wanting to add to it than the song could musically accommodate. 
 
At one point I had four musicians proposing to record into this song and in the end I had to 
suggest to the chronologically most recent one – in contravention of my self-imposed rules 
(refer above) – that the song already had three musicians recorded into it (I did not indicate 
what instruments they played) and that it might be more useful, in the interests of not wasting 
his time or mine, to choose another track instead.  It reached the stage where there was no 
point in trying to squeeze any more instrumentation into the song. 
 
In analysing why this song in particular had been so attractive to the other musicians (and 
indeed several members of my Listening Forum – “great track”; “a beautiful song”; “very nice 
track – it’s intoxicating!”; “ethereal; atmospheric richness…my favourite” - various theories 
came to mind – including the one that it might be the song with the most ‘space’ in it, hence 
providing opportunities for other instruments.  Another theory to emerge was that it was 
simply an aesthetically appealing song and people just liked it.  Whatever the actual reason 
or reasons, the dilemma I had to resolve was how best to serve the song at the same time as 
serving my guest musicians and respecting their musical input and efforts. 
 
This demonstrates precisely the point discussed in general terms by Tilburey (2007), 
correctly suggesting that because one particular instrument “would be mixed earlier into the 
track”, it would, “therefore dictate the direction of the song”, exerting, “greater influence on 
the mood of the piece’. The result in this case is, according to Jenkins (2007) a, “good mix of 
instrumentation…the way the different tones bleed in and out of each other constructs a 
multi-faceted construction through space”.  Bassist Mark Hilton (2007), who did not play on 
the track, regards this as an, “excellent arrangement…good use of strings”, with Cullen 
(2007) describing, “the delightful layers and grace notes of cello and violin contrasted against 
a soulful bottom end…exquisite performances”.   
 
The guest musician whom I had encouraged (but not insisted) to choose another track, was 
blues guitarist, Rob Phelan.  Who, after some time and consideration, did indeed choose 
another track, and I am very glad he did.  The track he chose as a substitute was ‘Satisfied’. 
 
 
Specific Musical Serendipity: 
 
‘SATISFIED’ (Guest Instruments: Saxophone; Electric Guitar) 
 
In various discussions over the brief period of time that Rob Phelan and I performed as an 
informal, occasional duo, he had once mentioned that his approach to playing/phrasing lead 
guitar was significantly influenced by the kind of phrasing generally favoured by Saxophone 
players.  It was therefore quite remarkable that he chose this track, because, unbeknownst to 
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him, I had, some months previously, recorded my first guest musician, Ceri McCoy – who 
happens to play saxophone. 
 
As Weinberg (refer above) suggests, when musicians play together they play in a 
complementary way – they will influence, and be influenced by each other.  They will listen to 
each other’s notes, the will leave spaces for each other; they might play harmonies; or in 
unison from time to time.  They will often play ‘call-and-response’ type phrases.  That is when 
they can hear each other.  In this case they could not hear each other, and yet there are 
instances on this track where the saxophone and electric guitar unwittingly, unknowingly and 
unheard by each other, indeed do play ‘call-and-response’; they do play harmonies to each 
other’s melodies, and in at least three instances, play virtually the same notes, in the same 
phrases, in the same parts of the song - bringing to the song a melodic and harmonic 
richness which may not necessarily have been improved by having these musicians in the 
same studio together at the same time – as distinct from the actual reality of them recording 
their respective contributions, ‘blindly’, some 50 km, and three months apart.   
 
This is a coming together of the two instruments which, according to Hansson (2007), 
provides a, “Gentle feel – sax adds nuance to melodic appeal interweaving with vocal line 
and background guitar lines/chords – juicy sound”. 
 
As indicated earlier, I would defy just about anybody to pick that these two musicians were 
not playing in the same studio at the same time, listening to each other’s notes and watching 
each other’s fingers. 
 
 
‘Extra-Musical’ Serendipity: 
 
‘SIAM’  (Guest Instruments: Acoustic Guitar; ‘wah-pedal’ Electric Guitar) 
 
This song was one originally recorded on a previous album and re-recorded for this album. 
 
The song was - unintentionally - written about the journey of my parents from their meeting in 
Indonesia prior to WWII, their incarceration as POW’s under the Japanese, and their 
subsequent re-meeting, marriage in Siam (Thailand) and eventual emigration to Australia in 
the early 1950’s (I say ‘unintentionally’, because I had absolutely no intention of writing about 
my parents’ journey, but as so often occurs with art, the creative process comes to one more 
often, and generally more successfully, than when one goes in search of it, or attempts to 
impose creativity onto an artistic ‘problem’). 
 
There have been some comments (Cullen 2007) in Listening Forum feedback about the 
obscurity of the lyrics, “the wordplay is intriguing and the setting sinuous. A mood piece, the 
point of which is not immediately clear (and which causes the brain to wonder and wander)”, 
but once one knows what the subject matter is, the lyrics lose their obscurity. 
 
For this recording, virtuosic guitarist Steve Reinthal, took this track away and returned it 
some weeks later with a beautifully melodic, mournfully evocative electric guitar ‘voice’ (one-
take only) which is, in my view, both unpredictable and brilliant.  The use of a wah-pedal is 
entirely unexpected but (surprisingly) entirely appropriate in this context – giving the guitar an 
almost ‘wailing vocal’ quality - described by bassist Mark Hilton (2007) as, “inspired, sweetly 
majestic and lush”.  This song holds a very significant place on the album. 
 
But, quite apart from the purely instrumental manifestations of Serendipity on the album 
overall, its role could not be more clearly, convincingly, or more personally illustrated than 
with this track, ‘Siam’. 
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Clearly, musically, Reinthal’s guitar weaving exquisitely through it is an appropriate addition 
to the song, but the extent of its serendipitous role was not made clear until Saturday 3 
March 2007 when, having invited my 85 year-old mother to lunch, I mentioned to her that I 
had re-recorded the song.  I hesitantly put the track on the CD player – almost apologising 
for the contemporary treatment, updating the previous recording of the song which featured a 
violin solo instead of the ‘wah-pedal’ electric guitar.  I had assumed my mother would dislike 
it intensely for generational as well as simply musical reasons, and I was genuinely surprised 
– perhaps flabbergasted would be more accurate - when she responded, that, no, she “liked 
it a lot”. 
 
It was the ensuing conversation which reminded me that the reason she had always liked 
what she describes as ‘Hawaiian Guitar’ (a guitar style which I personally detest) was that as 
a POW under the Japanese in Batavia for some four years, when the allied forces finally 
arrived to liberate the British, Dutch and other POW’s, they brought with them a Navy band.  
My mother has a very clear recollection of this band playing songs which featured Hawaiian 
Guitar – the very particular sound of which induced uncontrollable floods of tears of relief and 
release in POW’s who had not allowed themselves to cry in four years of living in 
unspeakably cruel and harsh conditions with their lives constantly under threat. 
 
Steve Reinthal had no idea about this connection (indeed I had completely forgotten it 
myself).  Whilst he had quite correctly assumed that the lyrics, referred in part to the 
infamous Burma Railway (on which my father worked as a POW), he did not realise that the 
song was written specifically about my own parents’ journey when he chose to play the kind 
of guitar he played.  Whilst I was certainly aware that my mother had always liked Hawaiian 
Guitar, the significance of the connection to the POW liberation had long been parked in the 
deepest recesses of my own memory so it never occurred to me - hence I was certainly in no 
position to ‘brief’ Steve Reinthal as to the background, in order to influence his choices. 
 
Indeed, as demanded by my own self-imposed ‘rules’, like the other musicians, Steve 
independently chose the song; chose the instrument; chose his melodic journey; and chose 
what effects to apply to his guitar.  It has to be said that in no way would I ever describe what 
he plays as anything like ‘Hawaiian Guitar’ – but the sound is obviously reminiscent enough 
of that sound to evoke instant, deep and profound recognition (and a significantly positive 
response) – from an 85 year-old woman - to what can only be described as a very 
contemporary guitar treatment. 
……………………………………………………………….… 
 
Another 85 year-old Dutch woman who likes the song ‘SIAM’ is a woman by the name of Jan 
Ruff-O’Herne. 
 
Literally the same week the album was being pressed in Melbourne, I happened to be 
watching ‘Australian Story’ on ABC Television.  This particular episode – coincidentally - 
featured Jan Ruff-OHerne, who is internationally recognised, and indeed awarded, for her 
tireless quest to extract an apology from the Japanese government for the ‘comfort women’ 
atrocity of WWII.  As her story unfolded it was clear that there were many parallels between 
her family’s story and mine, so I had decided, even before the end of the program, to send 
her a copy of the album, containing the song ‘SIAM’ – which I did via the ABC. 
 
I heard nothing for a couple of weeks and then in the post arrived a beautifully hand-written 
note, on a postcard featuring the photograph of the cover of Jan’s book: ’50 years of Silence’.  
The note read, amongst other things, “…I love the song Siam – and ode to your parents’ love 
and wartime survival”.  The other things she wrote made it clear that there were even more 
parallels between our respective families journeys than I had imagined. 
 
More coincidences, more serendipity. 
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By way of post-script, just recently, I mentioned the song to the Netherlands Consul in 
Brisbane.  Coincidentally, this conversation occurred just prior to the Liberation of Indonesia 
Memorial Day on 15 August 2008.  I was therefore deeply honoured when he invited me to 
play the song and share some words about its making - in the presence of the Dutch 
Ambassador to Australia - on the very special occasion of the dedication of a new plaque on 
that day in Brisbane.  
 
So, although ‘SIAM’, was originally written as an expression of my own very personal 
thoughts and reflections, inspired by my own parents’ journey, it has, through various 
serendipitous coincidences, become clear that this song carries a much broader relevance 
for those many Dutch, as well as other people, who lived through similar experiences. 
 
As an artist one can hope for nothing more, or better, than that one’s art touches many more 
people than for who it was originally intended.  Serendipity has been the mechanism through 
which this art has grown, beyond its creator; beyond its music; and beyond its intended 
audience.  
 
 
Conclusion: 
 
The most fundamental question thrown up by the creation, development, implementation, 
achievement and evaluation of this Blind Collaboration process is: 
 
Does Blind Collaboration work? 
 
A more sharply focussed question might be:  Has the Blind Collaboration process informed 
or deformed the artistic process?  Or indeed vice versa – has the artistic process informed or 
deformed the Blind Collaboration process?  Through actually living the experience one would 
probably have to answer, ‘all of the above’.  The evidence garnered from Listening Forum 
feedback suggests, overwhelmingly, that in this case.  As one would have hoped, Blind 
Collaboration did work - in both principle and actuality. 
 
This is not to suggest that the process was without its dilemmas and challenges.  From a 
composer’s point of view there were certainly times of anxiety and uncertainty – artistic and 
other.  The first thing the process requires is letting go of control of the art, and the creative 
process. 
 
As opposed to the European movements that emphasized the composer’s control 
over almost every aspect of the composition, “Process Music” came from the belief that music 
can be a procedural and emergent art form and that there are many ways of handling form 
other than constructing structures… In such procedural process-based music, the composer 
sacrifices certain aspects of direct control in order to create an evolving context by allowing 
rules (in closed systems) and performers (in open ones) to determine and shape the nature of 
music. (emphasis added) 
          (Weinberg 2002) 
 
Whilst I was responsible for both the nature of the process and the basic material that would 
be subjected to that process, the guest musicians certainly ‘determined the shape and nature 
of the music’ to a significant extent by virtue of their contributions - their work ultimately 
determined the style and direction of the songs.  However successful these contributions 
proved to be in the final analysis, they were largely an unknown quantity at the start of the 
process and that required a significant leap of faith.   Letting go of one’s art, of one’s 
creations, and handing them over to others to ‘do with what they will’ is not always easy, 
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particularly when those others are not that well known to the artist - as suggested in a more 
personal way by Sting, 
 
Songs are a little bit like children in a way, you give birth to them and you do the best you can 
for them, give them the best start in life, and then you watch them grow and carry on 
growing…other people adapt them, change them…and you can only feel pride that your song 
has gone into the world and now exists as an entity…they’re almost humans 
          (Sting 2003) 
 
Song writing, like any other art, is indeed a very human and personal activity and whilst I had 
the artist’s own confidence in the songs themselves – a confidence ultimately justified by 
Listening Forum comments (2007) such as: “a strong album…songs that are well crafted and 
stories that are well expressed”; “a very self-assured set of songs”; “a very polished set of 
songs”; “a really well-balanced set of songs”; “range of song writing styles evident in this 
strong collection”; “skilfully crafted songs” - artistic self confidence is invariably tempered by 
the artist’s inherent insecurity, an insecurity which is often the actual driver or motivator of the 
art and which is equally a very human and personal thing. 
 
Art, any art, by definition is fundamentally a very human process – it is full of human conflicts, 
human contradictions, human instincts, human achievements, human imagination, human 
skill, human insecurities, human fallibilities and human frustrations. 
 
Whatever the particular nature of the artistic process, we can plan, prepare and organise 
within and around all the constraints of time, budget, logistics, resources, technical limitations 
etc.  Whilst these factors are important in influencing the artistic process, they are ultimately 
peripheral considerations.  Equally, we can tweak and fuss and polish the technical details to 
within an inch of their technically perfect lives.  But, ultimately, what is it that reaches an 
audience?  What is it in art to which people relate?  In the final analysis, on a very personal 
and individual basis, human beings relate to the imperfections of other human beings – as 
expressed through their (imperfect) art.  I concur with Phil Collins (1999), who poses the 
question, “…what is ‘good’? Does it reach you, does it touch you?…that’s the most important 
thing”. 
 
What is important in art, the fundamental driving force behind the art, is not achieving 
technical perfection.  Whilst I am professionally immensely proud of this album and indeed, 
“delighted with both the process and the product” (Willems 2007), I have not attempted to 
make an album which is ‘perfect’ - quite the contrary.  I have in fact deliberately retained 
some of the minor imperfections inherent in the work - work whose focus was the exploration 
of a tantalising possibility, rather than the attainment of some impossible definition of 
perfection. 
 
Imperfections in art are what make that art human and ‘relatable to’. I have not sought to 
process and process and refine the work into ‘white bread’ - grinding the humanness and 
nutritional value out of it completely.  I want to celebrate the ‘perfection of imperfection’. 
 
Blind Collaboration is a process which fits this notion beautifully and (im)perfectly. 
 
There is an inherent individual and collective humanness to the guest musicians’ 
contributions - the fact that they could not see, hear, or record with each other in the same 
place or at any time, virtually guarantees that.  And yet the artistic cohesion and quality 
embedded in the final product belies the logistical and musical context in which the artists 
worked and created.  The mixing process could potentially have extended for months – 
continually revisiting the work and remixing, re-editing reworking, but, like Phil Collins, I 
prefer to acquiesce to the limitations, constraints and idiosyncrasies of a process and let that 
process find its own life, identity and rhythm – literally. 
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 My attention span is kind of limited in terms of…’let’s do this and let’s move on’…as opposed 
to ‘no, let’s do this until we’re really sick of it’…but it’ll be perfect…Nothing is laboured over, 
nothing is laboured over…on my records. 
          (Collins 1999) 
 
Nothing has been laboured over on this record either.  If any labouring was involved it has 
been a ‘labour of love’ by all involved - or perhaps more accurately, a ‘labour of trust’.  As 
noted in my album notes, 
 
 
Unlike my previous solo album which was titled ‘Trust No-One’, for this album I 
essentially had to ‘trust everyone’, however when you surround yourself with a 
bunch of world-class musicians, the risks are minimal - the rewards magnificent. 
          (Willems 2007) 
 
Ultimately, you have to trust the art; you have to trust your artistic instincts; and you have to 
trust the artistic instincts of those artists that you trust.  You also have to trust the, “process 
essentially of throwing my songs to the wind and seeing what came back to me” (Willems 
2007).  Trust to the fates, and see what the fates provide. 
 
To (perhaps rather arrogantly) quote the lyrics of one of my own songs (‘Got No Clue’) from 
that previous album, rather paradoxically titled; ‘Trust No-One’, you have to, 
 
trust your angel to provide guiding light… 
till the Universe, for just once, gets it right. 
          (Willems 2005), 
 
 
I have stated that with this album I was not looking for ‘perfection’.  I wanted to ‘explore a 
tantalising possibility’.  In exploring that tantalising possibility, many unexpected and truly 
wonderful things occurred and emerged.  All of which confirmed that, as artists (and indeed 
researchers), we have an obligation to continue to: take risks; to explore the unexplored; but 
most of all, to relish the unanticipated – it can prove to be the best part of your art. 
 
Because - once in a while - the universe really does get it right. 
 
 
 
Christiaan Willems Grad.Dip.ArtsAdmin, MA   15 October 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If we hadn’t been given the chance to at least be working for this kind of ethereal 
project…we would have just gone into the studio with the demos and just recorded 
the way all our other albums were recorded, whereas this album is a real organic 
album.    
         (Daltrey 1999) 
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